At a conference on coal-workers' pneumoconiosis called in Cardiff in January 1947 by the Minister of Fuel and Power, it was suggested that it might be possible to re-employ men certified as cases of coal-worker's pneumoconiosis in the briquetting industry, in which the Minister anticipated an expansion. The Industrial Pulmonary Disease Committee of the Medical Research Council subsequently discussed the matter. As it is not possible to re-employ men suffering from pneumoconiosis in a very dusty environment, the Committee deemed it necessary, before giving an opinion, to assess the existing dust conditions. The Pneumoconiosis Research Unit was, therefore, asked to make a short investigation.
The Briquetting Industry For many years small coal (0-in.) has been compounded with pitch and pressed into coherent blocks or ovoids and used as fuel. This process has been conducted only on a relatively small scale in this country compared with Germany and France. The output here is now considerably less than it was 20 and 30 years ago, as Table I shows. The mixture of coal and pitch is elevated and discharged into the top of a pug mill or kneader. Steam jets are provided around the lower periphery of the "pugs". The steam (superheated) melts the pitch, which then coats the coal particles as they travel down the pug, the process being continuous. The warm soggy mixture coming out of the base of the pug passes into a tempering device to get rid of excess moisture. After cooling, it is passed to the press-pan and to the press-table moulds. Nearly all samples contained many very small particles of " smoke " and less than 0 5 l. diameter. They were probably produced by the open baskettype fires, burning briquettes for heating purposes. The microscopic appearance of these particles tended to confirm this suggested origin. Consequently, microscope counts were only made of those particles larger than 0-5 ,u mean diameter. It is at present generally accepted that the dust hazard in a coal-mine is best represented by the number of particles between 0.5 and 5 p diameter in a cubic centimetre of air.
Only very few samples were obtained, but most were taken at what appeared, from preliminary sampling with the P.R.U. hand-pump, to be the dustiest positions in the factories visited. The survey was only intended to be a brief one, in order to provide some rough indications of the dust levels encountered. Pitch and coal particles usually appeared on all records, though, as expected, more coal than pitch was present near the coal bunker and the reverse near the pitch hopper. No attempt has been made to count differentially the two components of the dusts. The results are given in Table II. The maximum concentration was 130 particles/cc.
(0-5-5 V.), at the mouth of the coal bunker in Factory I. This is well below that usually found in coal mines. Dust concentrations in the briquetting works investigated were so low that they should constitute no risk to men with pneumoconiosis.
We know nothing of the effects of pitch vapour on the lungs of pneumoconiosis cases, but many of the more disabled men suffer from asthma-like attacks which may be precipitated by irritating fumes, so that such men might be adversely affected. It is, however, unwise to categorize any job as unsuitable for men with pneumoconiosis in general because a few may be upset by it.
The outdoor occupations in the industry are of the labouring type which are generally unsuitable for disabled men with pneumoconiosis.
There is no labour shortage in the briquetting industry in south Wales, and it is not likely in any case to be able to make any important contribution to the problem of unemployment among men certified as cases of pneumoconiosis in south Wales.
Mr. S. A. Gadd, S.W. Divisional Briquetting Officer, kindly agreed to this investigation and supplied much useful advice and information. Mr. P. V. Lloyd, S.W. Divisional Briquetting Scientist, gave valuable assistance at the factories visited and was present while the samples were being taken.
